Snow on the Ground ~ A Show of Winter
Musical Traditions and Lore
by Gabriel Popkin
Anna Roberts-Gevalt and Elizabeth LaPrelle’s
new creation “Snow is on the Ground” is a dazzling
old-time variety show that mixes theater, puppetry,
poetry, ballads, laments, clogging, collage, woodcuts,
DQGSOHQW\RIÀGGOHDQGEDQMRWXQHVDOOZRYHQWRJHWKHU
with a narrative based on stories from winters long
ago. The duo’s debut shows us what can happen
when two talented young artists combine exuberant
imaginations and a command of a wide array of media
with a deep knowledge of traditional music. Through
singing, playing, and telling, Anna and Elizabeth
transport us to a time when song and story not only
entertained, but were essential in surviving the chill
of a mountain winter.
The two women themselves represent a
YLEUDQWPL[WXUHRIEDFNJURXQGVDQGLQÁXHQFHV$QQD
grew up in Vermont playing classical violin, but fell in
ORYHZLWKÀGGOHPXVLFGXULQJDVXPPHUVKHVSHQWLQ
Whitesburg, Kentucky. She wrote her college thesis
RQROGWLPHZRPHQÀGGOHUVDQGWKHQPDGHKHUZD\
to Giles County, Virginia to immerse herself further
in her adopted musical tradition. Elizabeth grew up
in the charmingly named Rural Retreat, Virginia,
absorbing ballads from her mother and other local
singers; more recently she took up the clawhammer
EDQMR%RWKEHFDPHLQYROYHGLQWKHDWHUGXULQJFROOHJH
and apparently picked up a trove of other skills along
the way, as evident from the masterful puppetmaking, sewing, and collaging on display in the show.
The duo conceived the idea for a themed show
VKRUWO\ DIWHU WKH\ PHW DW D FRQFHUW LQ %ODFNVEXUJ
Virginia. They wanted something that, in Elizabeth’s
words, “had a direction to it, a center, something to
point your energies towards. Anna, being a very
proactive person, said ‘Let’s do it! Together!’” And soon
they were stitching together a set of poems, stories,
and songs gathered from books, recordings, friends,
neighbors, and their own memories.
“I was excited about making it seasonal,” says
Elizabeth. “Lots of folks are into local and seasonal
eating, and the transformative effect that has on how
you view your time and your life: cyclical, grounded.
/RWVRIWKHPXVLFDULVHVIURPVSHFLÀFWLPHVɆQRWWLPHV
that are gone and past but times that come and go
\HDU WR \HDU ɇ&ROG )URVW\ 0RUQLQJ· ¶%UHDNLQJ XS
&KULVWPDV·µ 7KHVH DUH WZR RI WKH ÀQH ÀGGOH WXQHV
IHDWXUHGLQWKHVKRZɆWKHÀUVWDVLPSOHEXWH[TXLVLWH
PHORG\ IURP :HVW 9LUJLQLD ÀGGOH SOD\HU 0HOYLQ
Wine; the second a popular dance tune from southern
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Virginia, traditionally played at the end of a raucous
two-week Christmas celebration that seemingly
bears little resemblance to our modern day rituals of
consumerism.
The most stunning element of the show is
ZLWKRXW D GRXEW WKH SDLU RI ´FUDQNLHVµɆWKLQN 7RUDK
scroll, but smaller, framed, and with colored scenes in
SODFHRIOHWWHUV $QQDUHFDOOVVHHLQJKHUÀUVWFUDQNLH
in elementary school, and being reinspired by others
she came across later in life; they’re also used by the
ZHOONQRZQ9HUPRQWSXSSHWWURXSH%UHDGDQG3XSSHW
7KH ÀUVW FUDQNLH LQ WKLV VKRZ PDNHV LWV DSSHDUDQFH
WR ´/RVW *DQGHUµ D ZLVS\ EDQMR WXQH WKDW FRPHV WR
XV IURP 'HH +LFNV RI 7HQQHVVHH YLD 0LNH 6HHJHU
:KLOH $QQD SOXFNV GHOLFDWH KDUPRQLFV RQ WKH EDQMR
Elizabeth navigates the hanging gander through a
mesmerizing landscape of changing seasons, ’til it
comes to rest silhouetted by a full winter moon, with
backlighting provided by a candle.
The theme of winter is also evoked by songs
people might have sung to transport themselves
away from the cold. The second crankie is a series of
EHDXWLIXODQGLQWULFDWHVHZQVFHQHVIURPWKH´%DOODG
RI /RUG %DWHPDQµ D WDOH RI DQ (QJOLVK DGYHQWXUHU
who makes his way to Turkey, where he is imprisoned
DQG WKHQ VDYHG E\ KLV MDLOHU·V DPRURXV GDXJKWHU $V
Elizabeth points out, such distant lands were probably
as wondrous to mountain people as the sight of a
migrating bird was familiar. “I like to think that we’re
not only showing people a vision of what happens in
our imaginations when we hear the music, but also
how it would have sparked the imaginations of folks
long ago. We think about someone a hundred years
DJR VLQJLQJ /RUG %DWHPDQ ZKHUH SHRSOH WUDYHO WR
Turkey, and what an almost mythical land that might
have been to someone living in the mountains their
whole life.”
Snow is on the Ground warms, but it also chills,
especially during Elizabeth’s haunting solo rendition
RI7H[DV*ODGGHQ·VJKRVWEDOODG´7KUHH/LWWOH%DEHVµ
As she sings of a lady setting out bread and wine for
her dead children who cannot eat or drink, Elizabeth
slowly sets out plates, cutlery, and cups in front of
us. During the song “Orphan Girl,” a puppet girl is
sprinkled in confetti snow while sleeping, after being
turned away from a warm house by an old miser.
%XW QHYHU GRHV WKH LFH DQG VQRZ RI DQ $SSDODFKLDQ
winter feel so close as during “The Evangelist’s Song,”
a lament based on a letter from the preacher Roger
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Williams instructing his New England
betrothed not to follow him to the Cumberland
mountains. “In winter-time, the wolves will howl;
around my door, the red men prowl,” Anna and
Elizabeth sing, with pitch-perfect harmony and spoton timing. (The letter never reaches its destination,
and the poor girl sets off to meet her beloved, who
meanwhile has died of unknown cause.)
Of course, accompanying music with moving
images is a practice with its own long history. We’re
all familiar with music videos, and their precursor,
the “illustrated song,” has been around for over a
century. And surely people in the pre-electronic age
had ways of illustrating their music as well, perhaps
even with crankies. The effect of the visual elements of
the show, aside from their beauty and intricacy, is to
provide another way for the audience to engage both
sensorily and emotionally with the music. For Anna
and Elizabeth, this meant using crankies, puppets,
and other props to bring to life the stories that their
music tells. As Anna puts it, “Sometimes the story is
nestled in, deep in the tune, and it’s a challenge to
GUDZWKHDXGLHQFHɆZKRPLJKWEHKHDULQJWKLVPXVLF
IRU WKH ÀUVW WLPHɆLQWR WKDW ULFKQHVV DQG LQWR WKH
imaginative world that we get lost in, as we learn,
play, and dwell on these old songs.”
$V WKH VKRZ UHDFKHV LWV ÀQDOH LW UHWXUQV XV
WR ZDUPWK DQG LW HQGV ZLWK $QQD ÁDWIRRWLQJ WR D
lively dance tune. I saw the show in a packed house
in northwest Washington, DC, where the appreciative
audience called for, and received, a rousing encore.
The attendees were mostly young professionals
who had no particular ties to Appalachia and little
familiarity with its music, but their enthusiastic
response was testament to the enduring power, and
relevance, of this music and the lore that surrounds it.
Indeed, in this technological age, our need to connect
with the rhythms of nature and the traditions of our
ancestors takes on a special urgency. Anna RobertsGevalt and Elizabeth LaPrelle have created a living
thing of beauty and depth, a performance that bears
us to times past and places far, and yet sustains and
IRUWLÀHVXVIRURXUOLYHVKHUHDQGQRZ
Anna and Elizabeth are currently taking their
show around the southern Virginia area. For more
information and to follow their adventures, go to
www.facebook.com/annaandelizabeth
+HUH LV D VKRUW YLGHR RI RQH RI WKH FUDQNLHVɆZZZ
facebook.com/annaandelizabeth#!/video/video.php?v=191525184
5899&oid=163928076984505&comments.
*DEULHO3RSNLQLVDQROGWLPHÀGGOHUFDOOHUDQGFRQFHUW
RUJDQL]HU LQ WKH :DVKLQJWRQ '& DUHD +H·G OLNH WR WKDQN $QQD
DQG (OL]DEHWK IRU WKHLU JHQHURVLW\ ZLWK WKHLU PXVLF DQG WKHLU
FRQWULEXWLRQV WR WKLV DUWLFOH .DLWOLQ 5LHQ]R6WDFN IRU HGLWRULDO
VXJJHVWLRQVDQGIRUJUDFLRXVO\KRVWLQJWKHFRQFHUWDQG-XOLD)ULHQG
IRUFRQFHLYLQJWKHLGHDRIWKLVDUWLFOHLQWKHÀUVWSODFH
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